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      Summary

      Clark got stuck in a machine that was supposed to use his greatest wishes against him to keep him from escaping. He just can't fathom why the machine gave him Bruce Wayne as a spouse instead of, well, someone more like Batman.
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To Break Into Your Golden Thinking

    
      
  One minute, Clark was in a forest
  ,
   alone as he stared up at the sky; the next, it was crumbling around him, shattered pink slivers raining down and sticking to his skin. Artificial blue-white light beamed out of the missing chunks of sky, like flood lights above a stadium. But even as the trees around him crumpled and dissolved into the sticky ground, it was relief that filled him– behind the pink and white, he could see the dark shadows of a familiar cowl watching over him.


  
    Batman’s here
  
  , Clark’s brain whispered, as the ground collapsed, 
  
    Batman’s here, and everything will be okay. 
  


  Clark’s eyes fluttered shut, and the world narrowed down to the sensation of being held and the sound of a steady heartbeat, and then nothing at all.

 

  When Clark came to, he was laying on a bed. Batman was there, sitting beside him, marking up something in a manila file. He opened his mouth and a cough spilled out, pink goo splattering across the sheet covering him.


  Batman’s head snapped up. “Kal?”


  “I’m fine,” Clark said immediately, clearing his throat. And he was. He wasn’t in pain; his body wasn’t sickly-sore like it usually was when he was coming down from Kryptonite poisoning. It took him a moment to place what was wrong– his memories were fuzzy.


  That wasn’t something that normally happened, Clark thought, too disoriented to be fully concerned. The last thing he remembered was…flying through a clear sky. A young girl in his arms, squealing happily. Going home to a cottage in the middle of a forest. Bruce Wayne holding Clark’s hand, eyes and wedding ring sparkling. 


  Bruce Wayne. What was he doing there? They were married…when did that happen?


  Clark held up his own hand, as if expecting to see a golden band resting there. 


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Wayne.”


  Beside him, Batman stilled. “What?”


  “I was married to Bruce Wayne,” Clark said. He frowned. “That wasn’t real, was it?”


  Now that he was here, with Batman, it seemed laughably obvious that it wasn’t. Thinking back, the memories he had were glossy, pink-tinted. Wayne’s smile looked genuine– in the sense that he wasn’t forcing a smile when he looked at Clark– but there was an inhuman quality, too. Like the smile had been penciled on by something that didn’t really understand how human smiles were supposed to work. Warily, Clark’s eyes searched out Batman’s hand; even through the glove, it looked natural, and Clark let himself relax a little more. 


  Batman leaned forward, the file set aside, his attention fully on Clark. “You were married to Bruce Wayne?”


  It didn’t make any sense to Clark, either. He thought of the cottage, the dog, the daughter– all under that cotton-candy-pink sky. “We had a whole life together.”


  “How many kids?”


  Clark did a double-take. “How did you– right. You’re Batman.” He chuckled slightly, and he was grateful that no more of that pink goo came out of his mouth. “We had one kid. A daughter, Martha Wayne-Kent.”


  Named after their respective mothers. She’d looked like the perfect mix between Clark and Bruce. The hallucination never included any DNA test, but Clark knew she was biologically his. Her own powers hadn’t yet manifested, but she liked it when Clark took her flying.


  Batman made a thoughtful noise. Clark sat up fully against the soft pillows, taking stock of his surroundings. He was in the medical bay of the Watchtower, but he didn’t appear to be hurt. Just tired and with a little bit of memory loss– odd, then, that Batman was seemingly perched by his bedside. Clark just hoped he hadn’t been out for too long.


  “How much do you remember before the dream?”


  “It’s all a bit fuzzy,” Clark admitted. “We were on patrol together, and then…” Flying through space by Batman’s side. Talking about nothing important– Clark was trying to convince him to host a League cornhole tournament, just for fun. Arriving at the abandoned ship, taking a look around. Only one life sign aboard, except them. A machine coming up out of the floor. Bruce Wayne kissing him on the cheek when he entered the cottage. “We were on patrol. There was a distress call– a scientific research ship.”


  Batman, watching him intently, gave the tiniest of nods. 


  “It was a trap,” Clark said, half-remembering, half-reading Batman’s features. “There was a tube. You…they tried to push you into it.”


  Clark wasn’t going to let them. He knew he could take whatever chemical was in there better than Batman could. That was why he was here, in this bed, unhurt but confused. It was much better than the alternative.


  He didn’t dare explain that, though. Batman was the world’s greatest detective; there were some facts that, once brought to his attention, would lead him to the inevitable truth that Clark was trying so hard to keep from him.


  “That’s right,” Batman said. “I did a cursory test on the substance you were contained in.” He lifted the file again, flipping through a series of printouts that Clark didn’t understand. “You shouldn’t be experiencing any adverse side effects.”


  Clark cracked a smile. “Don’t worry, if I start hallucinating Bruce Wayne flirting with me again, you’ll be the first one to know.”


  Batman hesitated, and the smile slipped from Clark’s face.


  “You should know…the machine was supposed to trap you in a dreamworld.”


  Well, yes. Clark figured as much from the pink sky and fake daughter and billionaire husband. But–


  Batman continued,  “Specifically, the world you’d be most content in. A hallucination of all the things you want most.”


  “No.”


  “Kal–”


  “Come on, B,” Clark said. “I’m not secretly pining after Bruce Wayne. I’ve barely met the guy.”


  The cottage in the forest had seemed nice enough. But the thing Clark wanted most? No, that didn’t make sense. Where were his parents? Lois? Hell, if Clark was really going to get everything he wanted, why wasn’t 
  
    Batman 
  
  the one greeting him with casual kisses when he stepped through that front door?


  Clark cleared his throat. “How sure are you–”


  “Sure,” Batman replied, a little stiffly. “The pilot told me as much once you disappeared, and the results of my chemical analysis confirmed it.”


  But it didn’t make sense. Clark would know if his heart’s greatest desire was to wed playboy billionaire Bruce Wayne and move away to some forest in the middle of nowhere. Superman had never interacted with him before, but Clark Kent had run into the man before at a few galas over the years. He was…well, Clark could only confirm what everyone else at the Planet was already saying about him. 


  Batman, though…Clark froze. Bruce Wayne and Batman would have met at least a few times before, surely– they were the two biggest icons of Gotham and undoubtedly two of the most powerful people living in the city. He combed back through his hazy memories– the pilot, as Batman had called them, trying to force Batman into the machine.


  Clark looked back up at Batman. His heartbeat was steady, but then again, it always was. Batman was the intended victim, judging by the pilot’s focus on him; it was Clark’s interference that got him knocked inside instead. If Clark went in when he wasn't supposed to…if the machine was calibrated towards Batman somehow…what if it was never supposed to be Clark's dreamworld?


  It certainly explained why Batman was here, sitting vigil by Clark's bed. Why he asked about Wayne, first and foremost. He wanted to know how much Clark knew, if he could be trusted to keep whatever information he had.


  (Of course Clark could be trusted, he thought indignantly, and he was more than willing to prove it.)


  He felt Batman's eyes boring into him as he got out of bed.


  “Are you–”


  “I'm fine, B,” Clark said, looking back at Batman's frown– a concerned frown, he knew. “There wasn't even any Kryptonite on board. I’ll have my report to you by tonight.”


  “You can save it until after the mission debriefing,” Batman replied. 

 

  Thanks to Batman’s thorough mission debriefings, Clark was able to stitch together most of the fragments of memories he had. After he’d been locked inside of the dream tube– which was filled with a pink goo, which explained the pink sky in his hallucination– Batman dealt with the pilot quickly, immobilizing them and interrogating them on what the machine would do to Clark. Hal and Diana arrived shortly after, answering Batman’s call for backup. Hal delivered the pilot to the Lantern Corp and threw the ship into deep space. Batman, meanwhile, carried Clark back to the Watchtower. He’d still been sleeping off the effects, even if he’d briefly become conscious when Batman broke through the glass door of the tube. 


  Batman described the machine as “intending to make a League member docile” through “hallucinations of a world they’d want to stay in, and not ask any questions about”. He didn’t mention that it was really calibrated for him, not that Clark really expected him to.


  Hal’s head snapped towards Clark immediately, a wide grin on his face. “So, what kept you docile, Supes?”


  The gazes of his teammates heated Clark’s face as he remembered the way Bruce Wayne had smiled at him. Clark knew it wasn’t his dream. He’d been questioning things right from the beginning, even if he eventually accepted the oddness of the pairing as fact. But Hal was never going to believe that. 


  “I guess you’ll just have to read the report yourself,” Clark replied, knowing no one except Batman ever read League reports.


  Hal groaned, and Batman’s lips quirked up in a tiny, approving smirk that made Clark feel warm all over again.


  It was still harmless attraction, wasn’t it? His smile slipped; he’d never dreamed he could actually have Batman as anything more than a friend, and if Bruce and Batman were happy together, the last thing Clark wanted to do was break that up. But there was no harm in soaking up Batman’s subtle smiles like the sun, was there? He couldn’t control his own attraction. 


  Batman dismissed the meeting, and Clark fled to Metropolis before Hal could corner him and ask him about his docile-ness again. He made a pot of tea, resolutely not thinking about that one time Bruce Wayne-Kent had tried to boil water for his tea and almost ended up burning the whole cottage down. He carefully made his way to the couch, setting the steaming cup down on the coffee table before booting up his laptop. 


  Clark wasn’t sure why he kept picking jobs that required him to write things, but at the very least, League reports were easier to write than actual articles. Batman– the only one who read them, the only one Clark had to impress (not that he often wondered about how he could impress Batman, but, well…nevermind)–  preferred simple statements of facts. No frills, no fancy language, no having to track down sources for quotes. Still, it was just a bit too close to his day job for Clark to necessarily 
  
    enjoy
  
   spending his evenings typing up mission reports. 


  And this report was already proving to be harder than the others. Clark didn’t want to write out the details to his own supposed perfect fantasy any more than he wanted to tell Hal that he was married to Bruce Wayne.


  It took him a few hours to find the perfect wording– as impartial as Batman normally liked, the right amount of detail without bearing his full soul to the stark white paper. It took him a half hour of pacing in front of Batman’s door the next day before he got the courage to turn it in. 


  (Technically, he still hadn’t worked up the courage. Batman opened the door and scowled at Clark, silently asking what he was doing, and the words just stumbled out by themselves.)


  “I thought you might want to see this,” Clark said, handing over the printed copy of his report to Batman.


  Batman took it, eyes flitting down the page as he skimmed it. “What about it?”


  He was really going to make Clark say it, wasn’t he?


  “Well, it’s about Gotham, so I figured…” Clark cleared his throat. 


  Technically, it was League protocol to upload all mission reports directly to the server, and Batman would sort through them within some nebulous time frame and confront you later if anything was wrong. Typically, Clark’s reports were perfect, if he did say so himself. But he wasn’t worried about including too little information; honestly, based on the talk Batman had given him, he was worried about including 
  
    too much
  
  .


  Gotham was always the exception, anyway. Even if it wasn’t written into League protocols outright.


  “Did your dream take place in Gotham?”


  “No, but…” Clark swallowed. “I just wanted to make sure there was nothing in there that you didn’t want the League to know about.”


  Batman stared, thinking. Clark wanted to see the gears turning in his head, wanted to know how the teeth interlocked as they spun. But that wasn’t his place, was it?


  “It was your dream,” Batman said, cautiously, tip-toeing around the subject. His tone was enough to confirm Clark’s theories about whose dream it really was. Batman wanted to live in a cottage with Bruce Wayne. “If anything, I would worry about how annoying Hal’s going to be once he finds this.”


  “I can handle Hal,” Clark said wryly. “But I think we both know it wasn’t my dream. If I had dreamed up anyone, it would’ve– well, it wouldn’t have been Bruce Wayne. But you…I mean, the pilot wanted you in the machine.”


  Finally, it clicked, thank Rao.


  “I appreciate your concern, Kal,” Batman said. “But I assure you, I wouldn’t have been married to Bruce Wayne in my dreamworld. This scenario came from you.”


  Ah. So he didn’t trust Clark as much as Clark had hoped. Or maybe he could smell how disappointed Clark was that he couldn’t remember Batman carrying him back to Earth, and was trying to let him down gently, in some odd, roundabout way. 


  Clark took back the report. “In that case, I guess I’ll just scan this in.”

 

  Clark really, 
  
    really 
  
  should’ve heeded Batman’s warning better. He’d underestimated how far Hal was willing to read to unlock the secret knowledge of Superman’s dream world. 


  “Bruce Wayne? 
  
    Really
  
  ?” Hal blurted out the minute that the zeta-tube beamed Clark into the Watchtower the next day. “I mean, I know he’s got money, but 
  
    man
  
  .”


  “It’s not what you think,” Clark tried, valiantly. “I don’t have feelings for Bruce Wayne.”


  Hal raised an eyebrow, his smirk turning wolfish. Clark felt his face burn, seeing the implication all too late.


  “It’s not like that, either–”


  “Hey, man, I’m not judging,” Hal replied, loud enough for the entire room to hear. “He’s not half-bad looking. I’m sure the sex was–”


  “Enough,” Batman said. Clark jumped. “Are you ready to start the meeting, or do you need time to gossip first?”


  
    Gossip, 
  
  said the eyes of Barry and Green Arrow and Hal, even if none of them were brave enough to say as much to Batman’s face. Clark took his seat and did his best to survive the meeting. He was ambushed again as soon as it concluded, this time by Green Arrow, asking him when he and Bruce Wayne started dating. 


  “We’re not dating,” Clark protested. “We’ve never even met. I’m sure he’s a nice enough person, but he’s really not my type.”


  Not nearly intelligent enough, Clark thought. Across the room, Batman was frowning at them, but he didn’t intervene.


  “Then what–”


  “Supes here fell into a dream machine,” Hal said. “Hallucinated a whole life with Bruce Wayne. They were 
  
    married
  
  .”


  Clark did his best to not make eye contact with Batman. “The machine was wrong.” He strained his hearing for any sign of an earthquake or something down on Earth. 


  “In Kal’s defense, I would marry Bruce Wayne if I got the chance,” Barry said, munching on a fresh bag of chips. “With that much money?”


  “Money isn’t everything,” Clark defended weakly.


  “So you 
  
    do
  
   just want him for his body,” Hal said, eyes gleaming with an undeserved sense of victory.


  Clark sighed. This was going to be a long day.

 

  The long day melted into a long week. The only moments of peace he got on the Watchtower were his shared monitor duty shifts with Batman, but even those were awkward. They pointedly did not discuss the rumor flying around the League that Clark was dating, or worse, hopelessly pining for, Batman’s secret partner.


  “Were you happy?” Batman asked quietly one night, talking to the lit monitor more than he was talking to Clark.


  “Hm?”


  “In the dream. Were you happy?”


  It was a weird question to ask. Clark wasn’t even sure he had an answer. 


  “It was…nice,” he finally said. “I was…to be honest, I think I was more confused than anything. What you said about it trying to make me so happy I wouldn’t question things…I didn't feel 
  
    that
  
  . But I think it could’ve been nice.”


  “If Bruce Wayne wasn’t there, you mean.”


  “I didn’t say that,” Clark said quickly. The last thing he wanted to do was insult Batman’s partner before the man had even confided in him about it. “I just…I’m really not interested in him.”


  Batman’s lip curled. “So I’ve heard.”


  Batman didn’t say anything else, so Clark didn’t, either. 


  “Maybe you should get your boyfriend to buy Spooky a new personality,” Hal said, when he came in to relieve Clark.


  Clark couldn’t roll his eyes hard enough. 

 

  Lois, when Clark explained all of this to her, did not have as much sympathy for him as Clark was hoping. 


  “Have you tried telling Batman that you’re actually in love with him?”


  Clark scowled. Lois laughed harder. 


  She’d known about his…
  
    affection
  
   for Batman about as long as she’d known that Clark was Superman. Perry had assigned Clark an article on the Gotham Bat, and, well, Clark couldn’t exactly explain the bias he’d be bringing into it. Lois had proofread the article, and her feedback mostly consisted of diplomatic comments about toning down his descriptions of Batman’s physique. 


  “He’s taken, remember?” 


  There were a hundred different reasons that Batman could never find out about Clark’s feelings: they would never work out, it was too dangerous if they didn’t, and Clark clearly wasn’t his type, to name a few. Clark played them in his head  on repeat whenever Batman did anything particularly endearing, like wait until no one was looking to add a sugar packet to his coffee.


  “Did he actually 
  
    say
  
   that?” Lois asked.


  Technically, no. But Clark had years of experience in interpreting Batman, especially when he couldn’t rely on the man’s heartbeat to tell the truth. 


  “He’s in love with Bruce Wayne. I know it.” It was the only way the dreamworld made sense. Clark missed any shot he had.


  “You know, Perry’s looking for someone to cover a story on Wayne’s latest charity gala–”


  “And I’m sure Cat would love to cover that.” Clark stabbed his lunch with his fork. He was sure Wayne was doing plenty of good philanthropic work, but he had no desire to attend one of his parties, much less write a fluff piece about it. Besides, he was technically biased; it was a matter of professionalism. 


  “Oh, come on, Smallville, aren’t you a little bit curious about how Brucie caught Batman’s eye?”


  Lois’s impression of Bruce Wayne was somewhere on the floor right next to Clark’s. Most of the Planet regarded him similarly: he was overly flirty, charming only when he had to be, and always throwing around money in all the right places. He seemed to genuinely care about improving Gotham, but nothing in his interviews showed that he actually knew how to 
  
    do
  
   that, besides staffing Wayne Enterprises with smarter, more capable people. Behind that dazzling smile, the rest of Wayne just seemed…well, a bit dim. 


  Clark really couldn’t imagine how Brucie managed to get Batman’s attention when 
  
    Superman
  
   couldn’t. No, he wasn’t jealous. He wasn’t curious, either.


  (Yes, he was. How could he not be? It was his dream-husband, after all.)


  Perry assigned Clark the piece. Clark insisted to Lois that he tried to get out of it, just like he insisted to Hal and Batman that he didn’t have any feelings– romantic or otherwise– for Bruce Wayne. It was just as effective.


  Clark showed up to the charity gala a full twenty minutes early, fiddling with the folds of his suit. It was part of his disguise for his suit jacket to hang so awkwardly on his frame, but it didn’t make him any more comfortable when he was surrounded by Gotham’s elite, all dressed in their evening best. 


  He flitted around the ballroom, gathering quotes from whoever would speak to him about the actual charity and not whatever celebrity drama was happening in the background. He checked his watch, then the door, trying not to make either movement too obvious. It wasn’t like he was waiting for Bruce Wayne. It wasn’t like Wayne had any reason to speak to him. He didn’t know about the dream– even if they were together, Batman wouldn’t divulge League secrets, and he wouldn’t give out Clark’s– but even if he 
  
    did
  
  , Wayne would have no reason to connect the mild-mannered journalist to Superman. 


  Still, there was no harm in looking. Or asking polite questions that could be written off as passing curiosity. 


  “Is it normal for him to be this late?” Clark asked the woman who was standing next to him.


  She laughed. “Honey, you’ve got another twenty minutes at least. But I wouldn’t get too excited. He doesn’t normally speak to the press.”


  The woman was right; Bruce Wayne strolled through the doors twenty minutes later on the dot. His first move was to snatch up a champagne flute from the nearest waiter. His second was to take the stage, egged on by a chorus of polite smiles and applause as he started his speech about the gala. As he talked, he held the flute loosely in his hand, keeping it in danger of spilling onto his bespoke suit. His eyes scanned the crowd, gaze lingering on Clark for just the briefest of seconds before moving on– no, Clark must be imagining that. Wayne had never sought him out before. He didn’t know about the dream, so there was no reason for him to do it now.


  Wayne downed his champagne, stepped off the stage, and made a beeline for Clark. 


  There was no way he could know about the dream. Even if he had access to the JLA’s files, he wouldn’t know that Clark was Superman.


  “Have we met before?” Bruce asked, another flute in his hand by the time he reached Clark. 


  Memories flashed through Clark's mind, glossy and pink-tinted: gentle kisses and an arm wrapped around him in bed and a little girl with black hair and blue-grey eyes.


  Clark knew he was blushing something awful. “You came to a gala in Metropolis a few months ago. I'm Clark Kent; I'm a journalist at the Daily Planet.”


  “You wrote that piece about Lex Luthor, didn't you?”


  “You read that?”


  “Oh, I'll read anything that makes Lexie upset,” Bruce replied. He motioned to the notepad in Clark's hand, which was more of a formality than anything. “Am I next?”


  “Not unless you're stealing from your own charity.”


  They both knew he wasn't; as ditzy as he was, Bruce Wayne had never been accused of being greedy and malicious. Bruce's eyes sparkled with amusement, like Clark was an animal doing something silly in his zoo cage. 


  “I think I'm safe then.”


  “Any chance I can get a quote from you about the charity?”


  Bruce hesitated, looking Clark over. Clark wanted to know what he was seeing. 


  “You know,” Bruce said, his voice dropping as he leaned in. Clark prepared himself for the scent of alcohol that never came. “If you're interested, we could always find someplace to hold a private interview.”


  He sealed the proposition with a wink. This was a horrible idea.


  “Thank you, but I'm sure I'll be fine with what I have, Mr. Wayne.”


  Bruce didn't take the rejection badly, as Clark was relieved to see.


  “Call me Bruce,” Bruce said. 


  Still a bad idea, Clark thought, but a slightly better one than sneaking away to hook up with someone he'd been married to in a dream. He doubted Bruce cared what Clark really thought of him– sex didn't require anything more than sexual attraction and some privacy– but the whole idea still felt unfair. Like he was using Bruce as a replacement for some man that didn't exist outside of a goo-filled tube in a spaceship.


  Bruce Wayne was certainly attractive, especially in a suit like that. He'd been more clever– a trait Clark 
  
    did
  
   find attractive– in the dream than he seemed to be in real life. His smiles, as uncanny as his numerous and incorrectly-shaped teeth were, Bruce Wayne-Kent’s smiles always seemed to be genuinely affectionate rather than just being props for whatever crowd was around him at the time.


  But speaking of props…


  Clark looked down at the half-finished flute in Bruce's hand, then back up at his mouth. He was acting tipsy, certainly during his speech, but he didn't 
  
    smell
  
   like he was. 


  So was he drugged? No, he would be panicked, wouldn't he? This was an act. He wanted people to think he was drunk. 


  Maybe Clark was wrong. Maybe the entire staff at the Daily Planet was. Maybe Bruce Wayne was more clever than they all gave him credit for.


  “I should go make the rounds,” Bruce said, his voice carrying a resigned sigh. The same one Clark gave before flying over here. “I'll see you around, Kane."


  The smile was back on, in all its blinding glory, as Bruce stumbled his way into the next crowd of poshly-dressed partygoers.


  Clark was still thinking about that smile when he finally cut his losses and flew home.


  Bruce Wayne wasn't as much of an idiot as he seemed to be. For one, Batman would never fall for someone like that. He'd want someone intelligent and dedicated and generous– Bruce Wayne was all of those things, even if he pretended not to be. For two, Wayne Enterprises would've been run into the ground a long time ago. 


  Clark spent the night digging, digging, 
  
    digging
  
  . There was plenty of proof about Brucie's exaggerated media persona, if you knew where to look. Financial records showing he gave a lot more to charity than he gave on. Witness reports describing the way he could charm kidnappers, ‘accidentally’ recommending himself as a hostage to save others, walking away unharmed by convincing the criminals to take well-paying positions at Wayne Enterprises. He cared for his city, and her people, as much as Batman did. 


  And then there were his kids– all adopted orphans, save for Damian, a move probably inspired by Bruce's own past. Bruce loved them, and Batman had always had a soft spot for kids.  But they weren’t there– they’d been traded out for a single, fictional child, a perfect genetic blend of her parents. It was enough to make Clark reconsider if it really was Batman’s dreamworld he saw. 


  Still, where Bruce had his fair share of scandals, his children were almost entirely absent from the media. If they were ever mentioned, it was in a strictly positive light, without betraying any deeply personal details. Especially when it came to Jason Todd, Bruce's second child, who died in a tragic car accident. 


  (Clark felt another spike of guilt, reading about him. 
  
    How many kids
  
  , Batman had asked. Was Jason Todd the reason why? In Batman's dreamworld, would Jason Todd still be alive, instead of an imagined daughter?)


  He brought everything to Lois, mostly because he needed someone else to make sure he wasn't just confusing his dreamworld with reality. Normally, he would speak to Batman, but Clark wasn't even sure Batman would tell him the truth about all this anymore.


  “Huh,” Lois said, her 
  
    I'm-about-to-win-another-Pulitzer 
  
  face lit by the screen as she scrolled through the articles. “And you said Batman asked how many kids you saw?”


  “It was one of his first questions.” Clark frowned. “Why?”


  “No reason.”


  “
  
    Lois
  
  .”


  Lois laughed. “Don't worry, Smallville, I won't publish anything about your 
  
    other 
  
  coworkers. You really should talk to him, though.”


  She patted his shoulder and left him at his desk. 

 

  Clark would've loved to speak to Batman, but he was starting to get the feeling that Batman was avoiding him completely. He arrived shortly before meetings began and left after they ended, disappearing like his life depended on it. And when they were in the same space, Batman would barely make eye contact with him. 


  Also, the only thing he could think to say was something along the lines of, 
  
    remember how you asked me if I was happy with your boyfriend? Well, I think I could be. 
  


  He thought they would at least have monitor duty together. When Batman was in charge of the schedule, they almost always did. But when Clark entered for his shift, it was Nightwing he saw, leaning back in one of the two chairs.


  “Hopefully Brucie isn’t waiting up for you, huh?” Hal asked as Clark took his place.


  Clark didn’t answer; he hoped Hal’s comments would dry up on their own, before Batman decided to stab one of them.


  “Brucie?” Nightwing asked, ears perking up like a cat’s.


  Clark was going to kill Hal if Batman didn’t do it first. He could hear Hal’s laugh echoing off the hallway walls as Clark took the seat beside Nightwing, setting the coffee meant for Batman in front of him. 


  Nightwing’s gaze drifted from the Superman mug in front of him to the Batman mug in Clark’s hand. Clark didn’t know how to explain the tradition, but lucky for him, Nightwing didn’t ask.


  “Where’s B?”


  “He didn’t tell you?” Nightwing took a sip of the coffee and grimaced. Clark made a mental note to add more sugar next time. “He wanted to test something out for a case he’s working.”


  That didn’t sound like a phony excuse at all, Clark thought sullenly.


  It wasn’t like he minded spending time with Nightwing. They’d been friends for years, long before the League was even created. Back when he was Robin, eager to work with Superman and his extraordinary power set, and Batman was still pretending to be grumpy about being forced to let Superman into Gotham.


  But Nightwing wasn’t Batman. Just like Bruce wasn’t. 


  “What’s going on with you and Bruce Wayne?”


  “Nothing,” Clark said, resisting the urge to slam his head into the monitor desk. He’d probably dent it, and then Batman would be even colder towards him. “There was an incident during a mission.”


  “The pink goo.”


  Clark sighed. “Did Batman tell you about it?”


  “Not exactly,” Nightwing replied.


  Batman had never told Clark explicitly what his relationship with Nightwing was, but Clark didn’t get his job as an investigative journalist for no reason. Nightwing was Batman’s son; all of the Robins were, except for the fourth, who was a girl and therefore his daughter. There was even a family resemblance– if not in their physical appearance, then certainly in the expressions they wore. The look Nightwing was giving Clark now was somewhere between Batman’s 
  
    what a fun new puzzle 
  
  and 
  
    I can’t wait to bring this up later to prove a point 
  
  expressions. 


  Clark swallowed. “Batman isn’t mad about it, is he? I mean, about me seeing Bruce? Because I really don’t know where it came from.”


  “You don’t, huh?” Nightwing smirked. “I’m sure B’s fine with it.”


  Clark doubted that, but Nightwing knew Batman better than Clark could ever hope to. 


  The rest of their shift passed quickly enough. He’d almost put Batman’s stilted behavior towards him out of his mind entirely by the time he flew home.

 

  That peace of mind didn’t last long. The next morning, he received a call from an unknown number.


  “Bruce Wayne just got kidnapped, and you need to go save him.”


  “Who is this?” Clark asked. He vaguely recognized the voice, but he couldn’t place it. He was already straining his ears for any sound of panicked yelling coming from Bruce Wayne. Unfortunately, he hadn’t quite spent enough time with the real Bruce to be able to pick out his voice as well as he could Lois’s or Batman’s. 


  “Don’t worry about it,” the voice replied gruffly.


  Clark could, however, pick up the voice of Nightwing through the phone.


  “Great, now he’s suspicious,” Nightwing whined in the background of the call.


  “Good. He’ll know it’s urgent.” That was the unknown voice again, but quieter, pulled away from the phone.


  “You both suck at this.” Red Robin.


  “Is Batman there?” Clark asked.


  “No,” the unknown voice said. Clark could’ve sworn he’d heard that voice before, but it was older, somehow. Muffled, too, as if by a mask– or a red hood. 


  This was the second Robin, Batman’s son who died but was resurrected by the Lazarus pits. He remembered Batman telling him about it. He was a crime lord now; Batman denounced his way of life, but there was always an inch of pride in his voice. Of course all his kids would excel in their chosen fields, even if that field was conquering the criminal underbelly of Gotham. 


  “Am I on speaker?” Clark asked.


  “No,” Red Hood lied. 


  There was a loud sigh from Nightwing as he took the phone. “Bruce really is kidnapped. You should go save him.”


  Clark bit his tongue. He was a fool to think Nightwing hadn’t noticed how bothered Clark was by Batman’s behavior, and that Nightwing wouldn’t try to get himself involved to fix things. 


  “I really don’t think Batman wants me in his city right now.”


  “He’ll be fine with it. You’ve got permission,” Nightwing said cheerily.


  “Right.” Nightwing’s authority extended over Bludhaven, not Gotham. “But shouldn’t Batman deal with this?”


  “He's busy,” Red Hood said. “We all are.”


  Batman was going to kill him. He already had the Kryptonite handy, Clark was sure of it. But he couldn't just leave Bruce Wayne unrescued.


  “I'll be there.”


  Red Hood hung up. Clark threw on his uniform and jumped out the window.


  It wasn't hard to actually pinpoint Bruce, once Clark was in the city. He was struggling, gagged and blindfolded, as two goons dressed in black tried to shuffle him out of a car and into a broken-down warehouse on the edges of the city. 


  He could see Wayne tense as he landed on the pavement, obviously trying to catalogue whoever just showed up. He and Batman really were perfect for each other.


  “Take your hands off of him,” Clark announced, and he couldn’t help but notice some of the tension draining from Wayne’s shoulders.


  He took the goons down easily, leaving them with the police while he approached Bruce, gently easing off the blindfold.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to show up,” Bruce said, spitting out the gag, looking entirely too composed for someone who had just been kidnapped.


  “I got a call,” Clark said. It was the truth.


  “And you dropped everything to save little old me? I’m honored.” He was on the verge of batting his eyelashes. 


  Bruce acted like this with everyone, Clark reminded himself. Even Clark Kent. It didn’t mean anything. And Clark was used to people flirting with Superman. He just wasn’t used to his dream-husband doing it.


  “Can I fly you home, Mr. Wayne?”


  Batman always said no. It was undignified, he claimed, no matter how Clark offered to carry him. He could only get Batman to agree in emergency situations, when he didn’t have enough time or energy to argue about it. 


  Bruce Wayne strolled up to Superman, wrapped his arms around Clark’s neck, and said, “Wayne Manor. It’s the big one on the outskirts of town, you can’t miss it.”


  Bruce Wayne was a lot more muscular than he seemed at first glance; he didn’t look it, but Clark could feel the bulk under his well-tailored suit. He smelled like something expensive. Bruce didn’t speak until Clark landed on the front lawn of Wayne Manor and gently set him down, privately relieved that he hadn’t actually missed it.


  “I suppose I should thank you.”


  “That’s not necessary, Mr. Wayne. I’m just glad you’re safe.”


  He was about to ‘overhear’ some emergency on the other side of the country when Bruce leaned up, his lips brushing against Clark’s cheek in a brief kiss.


  “Thank you, Superman,” Bruce said.


  Clark was sure he replied something remarkably intelligent, like 
  
    uh huh. 
  
  Bruce smirked and turned to head back inside. Clark stood on the lawn until the front door closed and he remembered that he shouldn’t just be standing out there anymore.


  As he flew home, the air whooshing past him did nothing to erase the memory of Bruce’s lips against his skin. He almost crashed into the ornate golden globe on top of the Daily Planet, for Rao’s sake. 


  He made breakfast on autopilot, mind running faster than his thoughts could really catch him, trying to untangle the knot of feelings in his stomach. He 
  
    liked 
  
  Bruce– he was attracted to what he’d seen, anyway. Maybe he was falling prey to whatever glossy exterior the dream or Bruce himself was perpetuating, but Bruce was flirting with Superman. Neither of them were strangers to people looking at them and seeing someone else. 


  Maybe that was part of what made Batman fall for him. But…between the kiss and the way Bruce had flirted with Clark Kent, it certainly didn’t seem like Bruce and Batman were actually 
  
    dating
  
  . Clark supposed it could be an open relationship, but really, Batman didn’t seem like the type. And while the flirting could be passed off as part of the playboy act– of course Batman would want Bruce to act normally, to better hide the relationship– there was nothing performative about the kiss. He didn’t do it in front of the police, just the windows of his manor. 


  So maybe Batman and Bruce weren't dating– or, at least, their relationship was more complicated than Clark thought. Maybe that was why he'd been acting so strangely; Clark's dream had been what Batman wanted but couldn't have.


  The last thing that Clark wanted was to make things worse for Batman, or to get in between him and Bruce. Clark’s attraction to Bruce would pass, especially since they so rarely interacted. But Batman was Clark’s best friend, his partner. He’d do anything to mend that relationship, if only Batman would give him the chance. 


  At the League meeting the next day, Clark was determined not to let Batman get away again. Unfortunately, when Clark arrived at the Watchtower, it was Hal and Barry that were waiting for him. As soon as Clark took his seat, Barry slid a newspaper across the table to him– that morning’s edition of the Gotham Gazette.


  
    Superman Saves Bruce Wayne
  
  , the headline read. The front-page picture was perfectly timed to ruin Clark’s life– Bruce, cloth gag still loosely hanging from his neck, his arms looped around Clark’s neck.


  “Supes, you dog,” Hal said, grinning widely.


  Barry looked earnestly supportive, which somehow felt worse. “I get why you didn’t tell us, but I’m happy for you.”


  “We’re not dating. And, no, I don’t have feelings for him either.” For the first time, it didn’t feel like he was telling the truth when he said that. 


  “Right,” Hal drawled. “You just dreamed about being married to him and risked Spooky’s wrath to go save him.”


  Hal’s eyes widened. Right on cue, Batman appeared over Clark’s shoulder, taking the newspaper out of his hands. Clark didn’t even need to see his face to know he was scowling.


  “A word, Kal-El.”


  Barry shot Clark a sympathetic glance as he followed Batman away from the table. 


  “I didn’t bring it up,” Clark said, as soon as they were out of earshot. “Believe me, I don’t want them talking about the whole Wayne thing anymore than you did.”


  “Kal, I–”


  “I didn’t ask him to show up in my dreamworld, and I definitely didn’t ask him to kiss me–”


  “I don’t care about the Wayne thing,” Batman snapped, crushing the newspaper to death in his fist. 


  Clark crossed his arms. He didn’t need a heartbeat to tell when Batman was lying, but sometimes he wished Batman would just 
  
    tell
  
   him things instead of making Clark read into it. 


  “I had permission to enter Gotham,” Clark said. “I don’t need a lecture about it.”


  “I know. Nightwing told me.”


  “Then why did you suddenly pull me aside after avoiding me since I woke up?”


  “I haven’t been avoiding you.”


  “You skipped monitor duty,” Clark said. “You 
  
    never
  
   skip monitor duty. Not with me.”


  Not unless something was really wrong, anyway. But Batman would’ve told him– or Nightwing would’ve.


  “I sent Nightwing,” Batman muttered. He sighed. “I was working on something. I didn’t want to wait. I’m not annoyed at you.”


  “So why did you call me here?” Clark asked. “Other than ending the conversation about Bruce Wayne that you obviously don’t care about at all.”


  Batman rolled his eyes, but didn’t object. “I need your help.”


  The magic words. Just like that, any anger Clark had was already draining out of his body, his arms uncorossing. Batman asked for help so rarely, this must be serious. Something only Clark could do for him. How could Clark say no to that?


  “What can I do?”


  “I’ll tell you after the meeting,” Batman replied. “It has to do with your dreamworld.”


  With two words, Batman stole any chance Clark ever had of being able to pay attention during the meeting.


  Afterwards, Batman led him down to the basement floor of the Watchtower. Clark would be lying if he said he hadn’t expected Batman to bring him to Gotham. This section of the Watchtower was mostly used for storage. He’d helped Batman move a few older pieces of equipment down here during its fledgling years.


  Now, Batman was stopped outside one closed door, his gloved hand resting on the handle. He almost looked apprehensive as he looked back at Clark.


  “I’ve been running tests on the samples of the goo I collected from the ship before we left,” Batman said. “I thought it might be useful if we could identify how it worked, and how to handle falling into one.”


  Clark thought back to the visions in his dreams, all of the little weird inconsistencies in how things looked and moved.


  “I believe I’ve isolated and recreated the psychoactive compound,” Batman continued.


  Ah. So that was why he needed Clark. “Let me guess, you want me to dive in?”


  Batman’s lips twitched into something close to a smile. The butterflies in Clark’s stomach applauded wildly. 


  “Something like that,” Batman said. “I know it’s safe. I just need to know if it’s accurate to what you saw.”


  “Safe?” Clark frowned. “Wait– you didn’t–”


  “I needed to test it.”


  “You, a vulnerable human, decided to dunk yourself–”


  “I didn’t 
  
    dunk
  
   myself. I took plenty of safety precautions, and I had someone watch me as I went in–”


  “Why didn’t you call me?”


  Batman hesitated. A sinking feeling in Clark’s gut said that it had a lot to do with why Batman skipped monitor duty with him. He bit his tongue to keep from mentioning Bruce Wayne.


  “Technically, you were on monitor duty,” Batman said grumpily. “Are you going to help me or not?”


  “Of course I’m going to help you,” Clark said. He pushed past Batman, opening the door. “But next time you decide to go swimming in unknown chemicals, call me first.”


  The room Batman’s machine was in was small. A row of computers stood on a small desk, but the crowning jewel of the room was the small glass tub filled with the cotton-candy-pink goo. Clark took a deep breath as he walked up to it, running his finger along the rim of the glass case as he walked around it. His mind flashed with the image of Batman’s wide eyes staring through the case, Clark’s own breath fogging up the glass as pink goo began to swirl around his chest.


  Odd. He didn’t remember that until right now. He took another breath, forcing himself to stare down the thick pink depths. He couldn’t drown. It couldn’t hurt him, unless the case was laced with Kryptonite, which he would be able to feel. And Batman was here. Everything was going to be okay.


  “You said you tried it?”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how many kids were in your dream?”


  It was supposed to be a joke, but Batman seemed to tense, mouth turning downwards.


  “Kal–”


  “Right. I know.” Clark took one last look at the glass tub, then back at Batman. “Just dive in, right?”

 

  The experience of going into the goo being aware of what was happening was completely different to simply waking up in the world. For one, Clark’s eyes immediately snapped to the sky outside his apartment window, searching for hints of pink. It was all dark– nighttime.


  He was in his apartment. That, too, was different.


  Something stopped in his window, blocking out the faint rays of light. Clark’s heart skipped a beat in his chest, and he knew who it was without even turning to face him.


  Batman.


  No, this wasn’t like his last dream at all.


  Batman eased open the window, descending into Clark’s living room with his own brand of elegance. There was a gracefulness to his movements, as if he was something more than human, the pink-tinted moonlight bathing him in an ethereal glow, reflecting off the dark metal of his costume. It wasn’t strange though– it was exactly how Clark had always seen Batman move. 


  He approached Clark silently, thoughtfully, and then he cupped Clark’s chin with one gloved hand, gently, ever so gently.


  Clark swallowed. He shouldn’t be here. Batman– the real Batman– was waiting outside the capsule Clark was sitting in, and Clark was going to have to explain all of this to him, and–


  “I’ve been reading your articles, Clark,” Batman said, voice gruff. “You’re a good investigative journalist.”


  Oh, of course. Of course this was what Clark wanted. How pathetic, really.


  Clark was frozen in place by Batman’s hand, as if he was the one with super strength.


  “Oh?”


  “I need your help with a case. Someone’s stolen something from me.” Batman cocked his head to the side, a wide, genuine smile overtaking his face. “My heart.”


  Batman leaned in, and– 
  
    and
  
  –


  Clark jolted, spitting pink goo from his mouth. His hands found the sides of the glass case, hauling his body upwards, goo sloughing off him as he stood. 


  “What’s wrong?” Batman asked. “Did something–”


  “I’m fine,” Clark said, taking in breaths as if he was starving for it. He forced himself to meet Batman’s eyes. “I’m fine, really, I just–” He didn’t even know what to say. Any description of the dream itself seemed far too perverted, too vulnerable. A deep sense of wrongness clung to his skin, as sticky as the pink goo.


  He stepped out of the tube, taking a seat on the fold-out chair now propped up beside Batman’s row of computers. He was overreacting, he knew he was. But…still. 


  “Six.”


  “What?” Six what? Six minutes that he’d been out? It felt like a longer amount of time than that, but–


  “My dream,” Batman said. “There were six kids in it.”


  Oh. Wayne only had four that Clark knew of, so it was probably some combination of the Wayne children and Batman’s own kids, the Robins.


  “I didn’t want to tell you beforehand in case it changed your results. I think I must’ve hit some limit on the goo’s capabilities, though, because there were never more than three of them in the room at the same time,” Batman continued. “Did you see the same thing as last time?”


  Clark almost laughed. “No, no, it was…different. Really different.” His apartment instead of a cottage, Batman instead of Bruce Wayne. It was certainly a lot closer to what Clark would’ve said he wanted.


  “Was Bruce Wayne…?”


  “Not this time. No, it was…” 
  
    You. 
  
  Falling in love with Clark Kent and not Superman. Handing out bad one-liners like the start of a bad p– no, he wasn’t going there. He swallowed it all down. “It was someone I was expecting to see the first time around, honestly.”


  “But you still weren’t happy?”


  “Of course I was happy, but it felt wrong. Doing all that with a fake version of them, I mean. I want–” Clark never wanted to start a relationship with Batman when they didn’t even know each other’s identities. “I want something real.”


  “What else was different about it?”


  “I was in my apartment,” Clark recalled. “The cottage was fake– at least, I’d never been there before.” It was almost relaxing, combing through the differences he’d seen. He could feel his heart-rate slowing. “And the hands.” Clark thought of Batman’s hands, cupping his jaw, trailing lightly down his arm. “They were right this time.”


  “What does that mean?”


  Clark looked up at Batman, hoping he didn’t look half as obvious as he felt. “The first time around, the people– or dogs– didn’t always look right. Their hands wouldn’t move like a normal person, or the fingers would be out of proportion, or something.”


  “But it wasn’t like that?”


  Clark very, 
  
    very
  
   pointedly did not look at where Batman’s glove was resting on the table just inches from where Clark was sitting.


  “No, it looked real. Like it was pulled directly from my memories, instead of being made up by someone else.”


  “Hm.”


  Batman typed something, keys clicking loudly. Clark stood up, glancing at the screens over Batman’s shoulder, desperate for something normal to hold onto.


  “C’mon, B, what are you thinking?”


  “It’s just a theory,” Batman replied elusively. “I only have one data point.”


  “It’s my dreamworld, remember? If you have any theories, I’d like to hear them.”


  “I’ll need to investigate more,” Batman said. He was probably already plotting out how to control all the variables in his head. “But…the machine was designed by the pilot. The goo seemed to be organic. If I had to guess, I'd say the goo was derived from some sort of plant that carried both hallucinogenic properties and a low-level psychic field, just strong enough to detect what kind of images someone would want.”


  “You think the pilot manipulated the goo to give us specific dreams. Ones that would trap us in a whole life rather than just showing us something we'd want.” Clark tried not to sound too curious as he asked, “What did you see? Besides the kids, I mean.”


  “What I was expecting to see,” Batman replied shortly.


  Clark could’ve pressed– he typed his first dream out in twelve point Times New Roman font, posting it for all the League to see– but he didn’t. It wasn’t really fair of him. If Batman’s dream was anything like his second one– well, with children present, it would probably look very different, but 
  
    still
  
  .


  Batman looked at Clark and his expression seemed to soften slightly. “Thank you, Kal. I–”


  “Clark.”


  Batman’s eternally steady heartbeat faltered. His mouth fell open. Clark felt a little rush of pride; he’d always wondered if Batman would figure it out before he said the words himself.


  “Clark Kent, journalist at the Daily Planet,” he added.


  “Oh.”


  He actually had Batman speechless. It was enough that Clark almost didn’t notice that Batman wasn’t giving him anything in return. 
  
    Almost
  
  .


  “Thank you for telling me,” Batman said.


  “Yeah, well, I trust you,” Clark replied. “And it’s always suited me better than Kal.”


  He might’ve been born Kal-El, but he was raised as Clark Kent. It was time Batman knew that, dreamworld or not. Clark wanted him to know. He wanted Batman to see him for who he was.


  Batman made no movement to remove his cowl. The silence was starting to settle in, laying over them like a heavy quilt. Batman didn’t owe him anything, much less his identity– it was Clark’s choice, and it wasn’t like he suddenly regretted it. But this wasn’t going how Clark had, well, 
  
    dreamed
  
   about.


  “Do you need anything else?” Clark asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 


  “No.” Batman cleared his throat. “You’ve done more than enough, Clark.”


  A little thrill zipped up Clark’s spine, enough to lighten some of the tension. He thought of his dreamworld again, the one with Batman. The one where Superman didn't even make an appearance.


  “I’ll let you know if I figure anything else,” Batman continued.


  “And?” Clark prompted, raising his eyebrow, trying to dispel some of the tension, reassure them both that they were still okay. 


  Batman sighed. “Right. And if I need someone to test out some potentially toxic chemicals.”


  Clark grinned. That was enough. 

 

  The dream with Batman replayed in Clark’s mind when he tried to sleep that night. Grateful that Kryptonians didn’t need sleep, Clark resigned himself to watching reruns of sitcoms and not thinking about how the pale skin of Batman’s bare chest glowed in the soft lighting of Clark’s apartment.


  Bruce Wayne never stood a chance. Not really.

 

  He sure was trying, though. 


  When Cat Grant first said she needed someone to cover for her at a gala at the Metropolis Museum of Art that night, of course Clark had been one of the first people to volunteer. He enjoyed giving his coworkers a hand when they needed it. He didn’t even think about Bruce Wayne until he actually arrived.


  Even without a speech, Bruce managed to find a way to steal the spotlight– mostly with the clothes he was wearing. Clark could smell the price of his cologne from across the room, like someone bottled a stormy night. 


  Just when Clark thought he was safe, Bruce swooped in beside him, holding two champagne flutes this time. There was a well-hidden aura of exhaustion hiding behind his dazzling smile. 


  “I can’t–”


  “Don’t worry, Kane, there’s no real alcohol,” Bruce said. He winked, but it didn’t feel seductive; it was more like he was letting Clark in on a joke that only the two of them would understand.


  Clark took the flute, wondering if Bruce did this at all of his parties. It would certainly explain how he could down ‘drinks’ so quickly without his breath smelling like a (pricey, upscale) bar.


  “Hello again, Mr. Wayne,” Clark said.


  “I thought I told you to call me Bruce.”


  “And I thought I told you my name was Clark Kent.”


  Bruce looked delighted at that. Clark took a quick sip of his faux-champagne to hide his own expression.


  “I suppose you did,” Bruce said. “How’s your article going?”


  Clark told him as much as he dared, and Bruce replied in earnest, offering up the ‘inside scoop’. His fluff piece on the Wayne Foundation was already mostly finished, but he appreciated Bruce’s offer all the same. 


  “Oh, I love Cat Grant,” Bruce said, after Clark told him why he was at the museum gala. “But don’t worry, Kane, you’re still my favorite reporter.”


  He’d say the same thing to Cat if she was here, Clark was sure. 


  “Ah, I have to go,” Bruce said after nearly a half hour of chatting, sounding pained and checking his watch. “But the next time I’m in Metropolis, we should go out for lunch. I’m sure you know all the best spots for that.”


  As far as Clark’s brain was concerned, he’d never eaten at a single place in Metropolis, ever. But it wasn’t as if Bruce would ever follow-up.


  “I’d like that. Have a nice night, Bruce.”


  “You too, Clark,” Bruce said. He gave Clark one last smile before disappearing back into the crowd. 


  Clark looked down at his notes, untouched for the last half an hour. He quickly penciled something Bruce had said earlier in, for Cat’s sake, then headed out for the night. When he reached the parking lot, he realized that tonight was probably the longest he’d managed to avoid thinking about Batman since this whole mess with the dreamworld happened. 

 

  There were a small number of people that Clark promised he would always hear, and he would always come for. Batman was one of them. He rarely used it, which was a good thing. But it had the unfortunate side effect of shooting panic through his veins whenever Batman did. 


  
    Superman, meet me at the Watchtower, 
  
  Batman said. Luckily for Clark’s health, he added, 
  
    Not an emergency.
  


  Still, Clark left the Daily Planet early. He’d make up the work another day.


  Batman was waiting for him in the Watchtower when Clark arrived, suited up and eager to help. Batman, on the other hand, just looked tired.


  “What do you need?”


  Batman gestured towards the windows before them, showing the wide, dark expanse of space. “Hal threw the ship into space.”


  Clark looked out the window as if the ship Batman was talking about would suddenly materialize. “The ship…?”


  Batman sighed. “The pilot's ship. I never hacked into the system when we were up there, but I think it's the missing piece.”


  Batman took a long sip out of his mug. Clark frowned.


  “Are you–”


  “Robin's sick,” Batman said, and Clark could hear the exhaustion in his voice. He was tempted to carry Batman back to Gotham himself, tuck him into bed– he probably would've, honestly, if he knew where Batman's bed 
  
    was
  
  . “Can you just go and find the ship? I can walk you through how to hack into the system.”


  Batman patted down his utility belt, pulling out a bat-shaped flash drive and offering it to Clark. Clark took it.


  “You know I can also just bring the whole computer back, right? If that would be easier.”


  Batman grunted. Clark took that as a yes.


  With his superspeed, it was easy to track down the ship, as it was still being loosely held in orbit. Batman gave him a grunt of gratitude when Clark handed off the computer. 


  “Anything else I can help with?”


  Batman adjusted the computer so he could carry it under his arm. “I still need to hack in. I'll let you know what I find. I'll see you tomorrow night, Kal.”


  
    Kal
  
  . The name hit Clark like a bucket of ice water.


  Yes, it 
  
    was
  
   his name. Batman was meticulous about codenames in costume. It shouldn't have been so surprising. It shouldn't have stung. But, well, even if Batman didn't reciprocate, Clark still trusted him with his name. The least Batman could do was use it.


  “Right,” Clark said. “Right. Tomorrow night.” Monitor duty. They'd be all alone up here in space, with no one around to overhear Batman using his proper name, if he wanted. 

 

  Batman did not use his name during monitor duty. Clark couldn't exactly fault him for this, though, not when Batman spent half the shift sleeping gently on Clark's shoulder.


  “That was unprofessional,” Batman said when Clark nudged him awake, an hour before their replacements were supposed to come in. “You should've woken me up sooner.”


  His voice was still audibly drowsy in a way that was painfully endearing.


  
    You looked like you needed it 
  
  would prompt a stubborn argument. 
  
    I like that you feel safe enough to fall asleep on me 
  
  was out of the question.


  So Clark settled with, “How many kids?”


  Batman did his best to glare at Clark, but it was a hard thing to pull off, between the twitch of amusement on his lips and the crease in one of his cowl's ears. 


  “Six,” he replied wryly. “All sick. It was a nightmare.”


  “I take it that Robin's still sick?”


  “He's getting better.”


  “Let me know if there's anything I can do,” Clark said.


  “Don't tell me you're offering to bring me a casserole.”


  “Hey! I make a good casserole.”


  “I'll be fine, Kal,” Batman promised.


  There it was again. But shortly after, Barry arrived for the start of his shift, and Clark was forced to admit that he was grateful Batman wasn't announcing his secret identity to the entire team.


  Funny that Bruce Wayne and Batman had that in common, Clark thought– always using the wrong name.

 

  When Clark agreed to meet Bruce Wayne for lunch the next time Bruce was in Metropolis, he’d only been half-lying when he said he'd enjoy it. He just assumed it wouldn't matter because Bruce would forget the conversation as soon as he walked out of the gala.


  That was Clark's mistake, really.


  Bruce did not forget. He strolled into the Daily Planet on a random weekday and walked up to Clark's desk, feasting on all the staring it caused.


  “Clark Kent,” Bruce said, running his fingers along the edges of the simple nameplate on his desk. “I believe I owe you lunch.”


  How convenient– Clark wanted nothing more than to get out of there. He grabbed his jacket and followed Bruce outside.


  They ended up going to a small hole-in-the-wall diner a short walk away from the Daily Planet. The food there was good– Clark enjoyed their fries– and the price wasn't too expensive. He realized as he held the door open for Bruce that he probably wasn't going to be looking at the prices.


  Clark was expecting more work talk. He opened the conversation by asking what Bruce was doing in Metropolis. 


  “I had a meeting to discuss the solar panel designs as part of our clean energy project,” Bruce explained. “The sun’s a powerful thing, you know. I’m sure your local hero would agree.”


  Yes, Clark would.


  Somehow, they stumbled into talking about their personal lives– Clark in Smallville, Bruce in Wayne Manor with his butler.


  “Is that why you adopted?” Clark asked, as Bruce finished a short anecdote about Alfred. Bruce was one of Gotham's most famous orphans, and his charity donations proved it. Bruce, though, seemed to hesitate, and Clark quickly added, “Off the record, of course. I'm just curious.”


  “Off the record,” Bruce echoed, his smile small but fond, “some of them adopted me.” At Clark's curious expression, he added, “Tim, mostly.”


  Tim Drake, the middle child, the only one who worked at Wayne Enterprises. 


  “You must be proud of him,” Clark said. “Following in your footsteps.”


  Bruce chuckled. “All of my kids do, in a way. I’d be proud of them regardless.”


  “How are they? Your kids?”


  “My youngest is recovering from being sick, but luckily for me, he’s well enough to start picking fights with his brothers again,” Bruce replied, giving Clark a tired smile. He ran a hand through his hair, messing up the perfect styling, and suddenly, he looked a far cry from his polished public persona. It was somehow even more attractive. “Dick’s in Bludhaven, working as a detective. And Jason, well…you know what happened to Jason.”


  He died in a car accident, according to the media coverage. But something in Bruce’s tone told Clark that he didn’t know what really happened at all, and the look in his eyes didn’t seem like that of a grieving parent. 


  Clark cleared his throat. He was reading too much into this. “So, will you be in Metropolis long?”


  “No, I’m heading back to Gotham tonight. I have…work to do.”


  “And here I thought you didn’t do anything to help run your company, Mr. Wayne.”


  “Well, maybe ‘work’ is a codeword for getting caught skinny-dipping in Gotham Harbor again,” Bruce said. He looked up at Clark through his lashes, throwing in a wink. Clark gulped. “Don’t worry, I won’t go without you. Who knows what kind of toxins are hiding in there?”


  Clark coughed, trying to erase the mental image of a shirtless Bruce, coming out of Gotham Harbor, water trailing down his body. The bay was so polluted that it shouldn’t have been an enticing image at all. And yet, Clark nearly knocked over his own water glass as he tried to drink out of it. 


  “This has been nice, but I really should be heading back to work,” Clark said. “Thank you for lunch.”


  “Let me walk you back,” Bruce offered, already standing up and getting his jacket. 


  Clark had another sudden mental image of Bruce Wayne kissing him goodbye on the doorstep of the Daily Planet. Like they were on a date right now, instead of…lunch with an unknown purpose. 


  Clark swallowed. This wasn’t a 
  
    date
  
  , was it? Maybe it would be better to let Bruce go now, make it clear that Clark wasn’t interested. As good as Bruce was– as much as Clark knew he could fall in love with him, given enough time and honesty– the pink goo had made it clear that he wasn’t really interested in anyone but Batman. Even if Batman didn’t seem to be interested in Clark. 


  “Thank you again, Bruce,” Clark said. “But I can walk myself back. I’m sure you have a lot of work to do.”


  Bruce nodded, almost looking disappointed.


  Clark returned to his desk at the Daily Planet, trying to avoid the curious stares of his colleagues. He was saved from having to explain things to anyone by Lois, who read the expression on his face and glared at anyone who didn’t back off.


  “You’ll tell me what happened, though, right?” she asked, as they packed up to leave.


  Clark sighed. “You’ll know as soon as I do.”

 

  As if the universe was giving Clark a break, alien robots attacked Central City the next day. Hal finally had something else to latch onto: mainly, the fact that he took out more robot aliens than Barry, even though it was technically Barry's city. 


  Maybe it was the fact that Hal had finally stopped bringing up Clark's dream-husband at every turn, or maybe it was being able to take out his frustrations on alien robots…either way, Clark was in high spirits when he joined the rest of the League in the Watchtower. Batman didn't even have anything to critique him for when he did his usual post-mission analysis.


  “How's Robin doing?” Clark asked Batman as the debriefing broke up, and people started shuffling towards the zeta-beams.


  “He's fine. He patrolled with me last night,” Batman said.


  Well, that was good to hear. With what Bruce had said yesterday, Clark was starting to wonder if there was just something going around.


  “What are you doing after this?”


  It wasn't something Clark normally asked Batman– it was a normal-coworkers question, not a superhero-coworkers question– but Clark was in a good mood, and he didn't want to talk about the dreamworld. 


  “Red Robin and I are going to hack into the pilot's monitor.”


  Well. There went that plan. Still, there was no mention of Bruce Wayne and no glaring. Things were almost normal again. 


  “Anything I can do to help?” Clark asked. “I mean, I'm not as good with computers, but I'm pretty good at alien languages.”


  He wasn't, really– he’d made an effort to become fluent in Kryptonian, and he knew basic phrases in the common alien languages– but the Fortress of Solitude had translational capabilities.


  Batman gave Clark a long, lingering look, as if he was debating whether or not Clark's offer contained the secrets of the universe or not.


  “Let me guess,” Clark started, more to save himself the heartbreak, “You work alo–”


  “Would you like to come to Gotham with me?”


  “Yes,” Clark said. His heart leapt like he'd just been proposed to– 
  
    yes, yes, absolutely yes.
  


  Batman looked around; the Watchtower had mostly cleared out, now. The sense of giddiness inside Clark continued to rise; Batman was giving him something he wouldn't entrust to anyone else. Things were almost normal again.


  Clark followed Batman to the zeta-beam. Batman plugged something into the controls that seemed to be some sort of override code.


  When the beam disappeared, Clark was standing outside the entrance to a cave in Gotham, judging by the halo of grey storm clouds around them. 


  “This is the back entrance,” Batman said.


  This was the Cave, Clark realized, built into the side of a cave. He glanced around, too nervous to fully pry; he could see buildings in the distance, but they were mostly surrounded by hilly fields. 


  The metal doors hiding at the back of the cave entrance slid open silently, and Clark followed Batman down the long slope heading in. As they descended, more of the Cave took shape– a ceiling full of bats, a floor full of instruments, walls full of trophies. A giant penny gleamed in one corner. 


  The pilot's computer was already hooked up to the row of computers on Batman's desk, and Red Robin was clicking around it, with a frown on his face. As always, the family resemblance between Batman and his kids was uncanny.


  “Welcome to the Cave,” Batman grunted, and Clark did a slow spin, taking it all in.


  “Is it too cheesy if I say it's an honor?” Clark asked.


  Batman's lips twitched into a smile. Clark would've taken a hundred of Hal's comments and pink, glossy dreamworlds for this.


  “Hey, Superman,” Red Robin said, sounding unfazed.


  “Kal said he could help translate the files, once you got into them,” Batman said.


  “Clark.”


  Both pairs of eyes snapped onto him. Clark let out a nervous laugh.


  “What? He’s your kid,” Clark said. “I don’t care if he knows.” He could see the expression on Batman’s face softening.  “Besides, I want you to use it. Here seems like as good a place as any.”


  “I don’t use civilian names in costume,” Batman replied. 


  “Oh, come on, B,” Clark said, teasingly. It was easier to hide the frustration that way. “I trust you not to slip up when it matters.”


  Red Robin’s fingers started pressing harder on the keys. Batman scowled, turning to glare at him. Red Robin, head buried in the monitor screen, pretended not to notice.


  “It's not about that,” Batman said tersely.


  Clark swallowed. He had a feeling he knew what it was about. Batman had looked genuinely sorry when he couldn't reciprocate his identity. “That doesn't matter to me. I meant what I said. This is who I am.”


  “You're still Superman right now. It’s a matter of privacy.”


  He never used to be just Superman. Not around Batman.


  “Like you don’t have the best possible security here. Would it kill you to use my name just once? I'm not asking for commitment here, I just–”


  Red Robin stopped typing. “Oh my god!”


  “Stay out of this, Red Robin.”


  “Trust me, I do 
  
    not
  
   want to hear about how the two of you are f–”


  “We’re not,” Batman said sharply.


  Clark’s face heated as he realized the insinuation. Batman’s son thought they were together. He almost wished Red Robin thought he was pining over Bruce Wayne instead; at least that one would be safer to dispute.


  “Dick’s gonna flip–”


  “Tim,” Batman said warningly.


  Red Robin– 
  
    Tim
  
  , Tim Drake– fell silent, the humor draining from his tone.


  “You didn’t tell him?” Quiet, stunned, offended on Clark’s behalf.


  Clark looked at Batman. “Tell me what?”


  Batman wasn’t meeting Clark’s eyes, or Tim’s. “It wasn’t necessary. It would’ve complicated things, and–”


  “Because 
  
    not telling him
  
   is so much more uncomplicated.”


  “Is this about my dreamworld?” Clark asked.


  He couldn’t tell if Tim had successfully hacked into the files yet or not, but he had a feeling it didn’t matter. He had a feeling he’d gotten things all wrong. It couldn’t be a coincidence that Bruce Wayne’s son was a Robin– in addition to Tim, Dick Grayson was the perfect age and build to be Nightwing. 


  
    Don't worry, I won't go without you, 
  
  Bruce Wayne had told Clark Kent, preening over a plate of fries. 
  
    Who knows what kind of toxins are in there?
  


  
    Next time you decide to go swimming in unknown chemicals, call me first, 
  
  Superman had told Batman. 


  How could Clark have missed that? It was so obvious; Bruce had been dangling it in front of his face the whole time. He felt so stupid.


  He knew, now, that he was below Wayne Manor. He didn’t even have to look. 


  “Not exactly,” Batman said finally. “Clark, I–”


  “Did you tell Bruce Wayne about my dream?”


  “What?” Batman and Tim said in unison.


  He thought of the way Bruce touched him, the way Bruce kissed him, on the front lawn of Wayne Manor. The glimmer in his eyes, the smirk on his lips, like he knew something Clark didn’t.


  “You did, didn’t you?” Clark pushed, eyes burning.


  Batman sighed. Slowly, very slowly, Tim put his head down and returned to his hacking. 


  “I–”


  “Did you tell him my secret identity, too?” Bruce knew– he found out right after Batman did. And while Bruce seemed clever, there was no way he put the pieces together organically when the world’s greatest detective didn’t. 


  “I wouldn't have done that.”


  “
  
    Wouldn't
  
  ? Or didn't?”


  “Didn't.”


  “I don't believe you,” Clark said. The words tumbled out faster than he could stop them, scraping up his tongue as if they'd been wrapped in barbed wire. He 
  
    didn't
  
   believe Batman. For the first time, that trust– between the world's finest, the pair within the League– was broken. “I can't be here anymore.”


  He flew off before Batman could get out another word. He flew, higher and higher, until Gotham was just a tiny speck of grey, until he was surrounded by nothing but the endless coldness of space. He wanted to track down that stupid pilot's ship and throw it into the far reaches of the Phantom Zone. He wanted to– he 
  
    wanted
  
  –


  He wasn't going to get what he wanted.


  Floating in the atmosphere, watching the earth spin below him, Clark knew he was never going to get what he wanted.


  Maybe that was why the machine showed him what it did– if it really had given him Batman, if they'd live together, if Batman let Clark take a peek behind the walls and the masks…Clark would know something was wrong. That it wasn't real.


  Apparently, Clark didn't know Batman as well as he thought he did. The person Clark had loved for so long was as fake as the husband conjured up by the pool of pink goo. Batman had told Bruce Wayne about his dream; there was no other justification for how he could've known about it. And Batman told Bruce Wayne who he was. And Wayne was delighting in making fun of Clark for it– he knew how to be charming, how to sniff out attraction like a shark did blood, and Clark fell for it.

 

  Clark was already dreading the next time he and Batman would be in a room together.


  He could remain professional. They both could, at least in front of the rest of the League. And Hal had stopped making jokes about Bruce being Clark's boyfriend. And any monitor duty they had, well, Clark was certain Batman would do them both a favor and send one of his kids in his place. 


  He was dreading it, but he knew he had a few days to get himself under control. To remind himself that he shouldn't hold Batman or Bruce to anything that happened in the dreamworlds.


  As soon as Perry called Clark into his office, Clark knew he was wrong. Clark was brainstorming excuses on the way in.


  “I need you in Gotham,” Perry said. “One of the Wayne boys requested you for an exclusive interview.”


  Clark was just curious enough to forget his excuses. “Which one?”


  “Tim Drake.”


  Red Robin. The one who'd been there last night. The one who'd yelled at Batman for not telling Clark.


  Clark didn't mind seeing him again– as long as there wasn't a second bat hiding in his office, or Kryptonite stashed inside. Still, he took the train to Gotham instead of flying, to give himself time to prepare. 


  As it turned out, there was a second bat hiding in Tim's office; Clark could hear the heartbeat before he even walked out of the elevator. He also knew it wasn't Batman's or Bruce's. It was Dick Grayson– Nightwing, still in his detective uniform. 


  Both boys were wearing expressions that could really only be described as 
  
    sorry one of our dads was a dick to you. 
  
  Clark appreciated the gesture. 


  “B didn't send us here, if that's what you're wondering,” Dick said.


  “Then why are you here?” Clark asked. “If this is about your dads and I, we–”


  Tim shot Dick an 
  
    I-told-you-so 
  
  glance. Clark was kind of getting tired of people having secret conversations about him.


  “Tim told us about what Batman said to you yesterday,” Dick said. He winced. “We didn't realize Batman hadn't told you. The whole kidnapping thing probably felt like a set-up, but we didn't know.”


  The kidnapping…? Oh, right. Clark's face warmed; Bruce Wayne got kidnapped, and Nightwing, Red Robin, and Red Hood called Superman for help, rather than informing Batman or doing it themselves. 


  “It's fine,” Clark said. He didn't really want to know their motivations, but Dick seemed sincere enough. “Is that everything? How'd your hacking last night go?”


  “All the files are in an alien language I can't read,” Tim said dryly.


  “Oh, I can–”


  “No,” Tim said. “If B wants it translated, he's gonna have to ask you himself.”


  “I give it three days,” Dick said. “He's not quite in his ‘rehearsing it in front of the mirror’ stage.”


  Despite everything, the image was endearing. Clark tried not to smile as he asked, “He's rehearsing an apology in front of the mirror?”


  “It's not going to be an apology so much as an explanation about why he did what he had to do, but sure,” Tim grumbled. 


  “I know you're mad,” Dick told Clark. “But will you at least hear him out?”


  Batman was a methodical strategist. Clark doubted Batman would claim that he simply didn't think about how telling Bruce about his dreamworld and his secret identity would impact Clark. But at the very least, Clark was willing to concede that the situation was more complicated than he thought.


  “I will,” Clark promised. He would've even if they hadn't brought him here, but he appreciated the gesture.


  Looking pleased, Tim handed over a typed list of interview questions and answers. Clark glanced it over; Perry would be more than happy with this.


  “Thank you,” Clark said. “I'll see you around.”

 

  Dick was wrong; two days later, Clark came home to find a Bat in his apartment. The Bat, specifically; Clark picked up on his heartbeat while he was still outside the building.


  “Hi, Batman,” Clark said, a little more coldly than he normally would've.


  Batman was nervous. He was– oh. Clark could see him now, practicing in front of the bat-mirror, muttering under his breath about precise wording and how he shouldn't fidget with his hands.


  “Hello, Clark.”


  Clark waited a beat. Batman stared at him– not expecting Clark to say anything, no. He was hesitating. And then, Batman reached up and removed the cowl, exposing the dark hair and blue-grey eyes of Bruce Wayne. 


  “Oh.” Clark blinked. “You– 
  
    oh
  
  .”


  Well, it really wasn't all that complicated, was it?


  “Yes,” Batman– 
  
    Bruce
  
  – said. His tone was still gravelly and low, nothing at all like Bruce's. “In hindsight, I should've just told you. But at the time, it seemed…”


  “Too easy?”


  “Too dangerous,” Bruce replied with a wry smile. “I wanted you to know, but in the context of everything that happened, telling you meant confronting it, and I didn't want to. But if you figured it out, if I carelessly dropped enough clues, then you'd know and we wouldn't have to bring it up.”


  “And by ‘it’, you mean…”


  “My feelings for you.” Bruce cleared his throat, his expression pointedly composed– the expression of a man trying to hide the fact that he was digging his heart out with a dull spade. “I thought you were in my dream, at first. Then I told myself that it couldn't have been mine, because my kids would've been there. You didn't want Bruce Wayne, and I didn't want you to, I just wanted you to want 
  
    me
  
  .”


  “I did. I 
  
    do
  
  .” Clark's turn for a confession. He took a step closer to Bruce, gently taking his hand, and Bruce didn't pull away. “You know, my second dream looked a lot like this.”


  “It did?”


  Clark nodded. “You, in my apartment, telling me you had feelings for me.”


  Bruce swallowed. “And what happened next?”


  Clark cupped his cheek and tilted his head up, slotting their lips together. Bruce stilled at the contact. Just as Clark was about to pull away, though, he moved into action, kissing back feverishly, holding Clark in his orbit. Bruce's fingers tangled in Clark's curls as Clark pushed him against the wall, kissing down his neck until he reached the metal chestplate of the batsuit.


  “How do I–”


  “There's a latch on the side–”


  “Here?”


  “Other side.”


  “You know,” Clark said, fiddling with the straps. “In my dream, this suit was a lot easier to take off.”


  Bruce let out a little huff that brushed against the bare skin of Clark's neck. “I see your point. I'll figure something out.”

 

  Eventually, Bruce asked about translating the files they found on the pilot's hard drive. They were sitting in the Fortress of Solitude, Bruce's head in Clark's lap as they waited for the translation to finish.


  “You never did tell me what your dream was about,” Clark said, running his fingers through Bruce's hair.


  A fond smile was pulling at Bruce's lips. Clark leaned down and kissed it, trying to memorize the feel of it. 


  “It wasn't anything big,” Bruce replied softly. “We were having a family dinner. Gotham was quiet, safe.”


  “We?” Clark prompted.


  “The Waynes,” Bruce said. “My parents, Alfred, the boys. You.”


  “Me?”


  “You were teaching the Robins how to play cornhole.”


  Clark couldn't hide his smile. “I thought you said that was a waste of time.”


  “Target practice,” Bruce said stubbornly. “And I suppose part of the dream was that we had time.”


  “Hey, if it's your heart's greatest desire, I would be happy to teach your kids how to play cornhole. I even found Batman and Superman themed boards–”


  “No.” Bruce scowled. “They'd just start hurling the bean bags at each other.”


  The computer dinged, signalling that the files have been translated. Bruce sat up and walked over to scroll through it; Clark was really just content to watch him.


  “Huh.”


  “What is it?” Clark asked, sliding his arm around Bruce's waist and hooking his chin over Bruce's shoulder to read the screen.


  “I was right about the programming,” Bruce started. “The pilot was using electrical signals to control the hallucination, make it something that would trap us.” He frowned as he clicked around. And then– he groaned. “The pilot amplified the psychic field.”


  “What?”


  “The pink goo,” Bruce explained, with the weight of someone who should’ve figured this out two weeks ago, “has some sort of psychic field around it. It’s how it detects what someone would want to see. The pilot amplified the field, probably the second we boarded the ship. The goo gave you Bruce Wayne because the computer knew Bruce and Batman are the same person.”


  “Huh.” Clark cleared his throat. “I guess I take back everything I said about Bruce Wayne not being my type.”


  “Hal will be pleased,” Bruce said.


  “What about Bruce Wayne?” Clark asked. “Do you think he'll be pleased?”


  “I heard a rumor he's pining for Batman, actually.”


  Clark scoffed, and Bruce smirked.


  “You would've assumed the same thing in my position. You even thought it might've been your dream at first.”


  “
  
    At first
  
  ,” Bruce pointed out stubbornly. “I ruled it out with logic and evidence–”


  “I don't think your kids count as evidence.”


  Clark kissed Bruce before he could reply. Bruce didn't seem to mind not having the last word.
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